Register Ramblings


The Furniture of the 'Quality' Horizontal Dial


The Society's dial recording form provides boxes that allow many dial attributes to be noted. One of the ones that sometimes gives trouble is that headed 'Furniture'.


Some recorders only use this space when there are extra lines of delineation like those for the solstices and equinoxes. Many dials have no such furniture and so often this space is left blank.


However, I argue that scrolls, sunbursts and other decoration both on and around the dial itself and the positioning, shape and colour of the time scale, the nature of the half hour and quarter hour markers and other aspects of the layout all contribute to a dial's furniture and should be recorded.


There is one class of dial though for which the space allowed on the form is frequently inadequate and that is the horizontal dial. We are all familiar with those few extant examples of horizontal dials with extensive delineation. The double horizontals and the odd moon dial show this magnificently and most people recording these try to do justice to such complexity.


However there are other dials with few declination lines but where there is a lot of informative and decorative detail which frequently is missed. I refer in particular to those 16th and 17th Century horizontal dials, often made for the larger estates on which one can find not just scales of time but a compass, equation of time and sometimes even the times of noon in various cities around the world.


The more one looks at dials of this type the more one notices that, despite obvious similarities between dials that were made in a similar period, there are also very significant differences and, as John Davis has so eloquently shown, there are even dial similarities between makers having common apprenticeships.


I have recently allowed more space in the database to record this sort of distinguishing detail in the hope that the Register may in the future become even more valuable to those who have an interest in researching this sort of connexion.


So, what sorts of things should we now record when encountering a quality horizontal? John Davis and I have been writing down these attributes as we come across them and the list seem to grow all the time. Here are just a few. 


Is the sub-style of the dial (usually the Noon line) split to accommodate the width of the gnomon? 


Are the main hour numerals to be read from inside or outside the Chapter ring? 


Do the full hour lines pass through the numerals of the Chapter ring? 


There may be one or two forms of half hour marker - what are they and which way do they point? 


What form do the numerals or marks for Noon and 4am/4pm take? 


What subdivisions of time are marked and where are they on the dial? 


Is a Watch Faster/Slower type of EoT scale provided and with what accuracy is it recorded? 


Is the EoT scale pre or post the 1752 calendar change? (Check the date when April's EoT is zero) 


How many points has the Compass and is there a Coat of Arms, motto, maker's name, date etc? 


What city names are recorded and at what hours (or even at what minutes) are they marked? 


What other decoration is there on the dial? 


Yes, dial recording can take longer than might have been previously thought but the reward is that you may be the one to help uncover a hitherto unknown connexion between dial makers. If I can help in any query on the above just drop me a line.
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